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ABSTRACT
This article examines the efforts of British Christian missionaries in 
regulating the daily lives of European seamen in colonial Indian 
port cities. Missionaries aimed to reform seamen, who typically 
lived a life a debauchery and degeneration, by moral regulation 
and promotion of healthy living and hygienic practices in their 
everyday lives. Through a study of the Sailors’ Home run by 
Baptist missionaries and several other charitable institutions in 
Calcutta, this article provides new insights into maritime history, 
missionary history and colonial politics. Missionaries conceived sea-
men as not only the victims of government apathy and 
a malevolent labour market, but also tropical climate and an unfor-
giving urban space. This perception, rooted in the Victorian notions 
of purity and the link between a sanitary body and a moral mind, 
helped them justify regulating seamen’s bodies across the colonial 
world and beyond. The article shows how their actions produced 
white imperial bodies in a colonial context.
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Introduction

On 24 February 1838, the state of British merchant seamen was discussed in a meeting held 
at the Town Hall, Bombay. The speakers, mostly naval officers, largely concurred that 
discipline in the Mercantile Marine was in decline, making seamen demoralised, degraded, 
and uncompliant. One of the speakers, Sir Charles Malcolm, superintendent of the Indian 
Navy, said that in their current state, seamen greatly differed from the ‘former character of 
the British sailor for orderly conduct and obedience to discipline.’1 Echoing the sentiment 
in 1866, the Consul General of the United States of America for British India, Nathaniel 
P. Jacob, wrote to Major G.B. Malleson of the Bengal staff corps, ‘the active, quiet, respectful 
seamen of a quarter of a century since is now rarely met with.’2 Merchant seamen’s 
behaviour was a matter of concern throughout the history of British colonialism in India. 
White European recalcitrance imploded white racial superiority, which was one of the 
bedrocks of British imperialism. 3 British colonial authorities were concerned about instil-
ling discipline among soldiers and seamen, but seamen usually escaped their attention. This 
is probably due to the diminishing of seamen's military importance for imperialism with 
the reduction in naval warfare and exploration. This article demonstrates that Christian 
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missionaries in India took a leading role in reforming these seamen’s body and mind as part 
of their philanthropic activities, with the agenda of making them both good Christians and 
efficient imperial operatives. Baptists pioneered this field of missionary activity in the 1820s, 
and Methodists and Benedictines started their own philanthropic establishments for sea-
men in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Much of these activities took place in 
Calcutta, the capital of British India and the largest sailortown in South Asia in the period.4 

Through a study of the Sailor’s Home and ancillary missionary work among white 
European seamen in Calcutta between the 1820s and the 1890s, this article offers three 
original insights that deepen the existing understanding of maritime labour and religious 
philanthropy in colonial India.

First, it recentres colonial maritime history’s thematic emphasis on Asiatic seamen 
(colloquially known as Lascars), mobility, labour, recruitment and port administration to 
issues of white European seamen and moral regulation.5 It builds on the works of historians 
Harald Fisher-Tiné and Sarmistha De on European seamen in Calcutta as a group of highly 
visible insubordinate white subalterns, whose actions subverted the British colonial state’s 
idioms of racial and ideological superiority.6 Fisher-Tiné and De have explored the colonial 
government’s anxiety about the high rate of unemployment and mortality among seamen 
in Calcutta in the 1850s and 1860s due to the disbanding of the armed forces after the 
Indian Mutiny of 1857, large scale desertion and reduced recruitment. Most of these 
seamen became vagrants and some resorted to crime as a means of livelihood. Going 
beyond the colonial state’s relief measures for these seamen, this article examines the 
activities of Baptist missionaries as a non-state actor over a longer period, expanding our 
understanding of how philanthropy served imperial interests and class divisions in mar-
itime spaces. The emphasis on non-state actors also serves as a counterpoint to existing 
historical research that has focussed on the colonial state’s moral regulation and the 
Salvation Army’s work among Europeans in India, most notably the disciplining of soldiers 
in the army cantonments and ‘poor whites’ in general.7

Second, the article expands the historiography of ‘maritime missiology’ by adding India 
as a new context of research. Pioneered by Roald Kverndal in the 1980s, studies of maritime 
missions have examined the origin and spread of seamen’s welfare organisations mainly in 
Western Europe and North America. They have considered various aspects of seamen’s and 
fishermen’s missions and welfare provision, including detailed studies of Sailors’ Homes, 
individual missionaries and organisations, the nature of evangelicalism, and humanitarian 
reform in Britain.8 In these works, the relationship between religion and identity in 
seamen’s lives has foregrounded the seaman as an object of politics and charity. With its 
focus on the theme of reclamation of European seamen’s morality as a means of transform-
ing them into ideal Christians and productive workers, this literature largely overlooks how 
these missions served a regulatory function by treating seamen as sanitary subjects. This 
article sheds light on the challenges of regulating seamen in a British colony amidst threats 
of racial debasement and tropical diseases, and explores what the ways of addressing the 
situation tell us about the missionary enterprise in the nineteenth century.

Third, the spaces of missionary-seamen interaction offer a new perspective to under-
stand colonial missions. Missionary activities in colonial India are usually analysed as 
examples of primarily white people intruding into non-Christian life, denigrating indi-
genous customs, imposing foreign cultural conventions, gathering local knowledge 
mostly to denounce it, and building schools and other charitable institutions with the 
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motive of ultimately converting locals, often through violence.9 However, the interaction 
with marginal Europeans suggests an alternative history of missionary work in the 
colonies that is rarely referred to in the historiography. It demonstrates how Christian 
missionaries envisaged European seamen as victims of the apathetic East India Company 
and the colonial government, a malevolent labour market, tropical climate, and unfor-
giving Indian urban spaces that were full of disease and crime. It argues that seamen’s 
welfare through regulation of their bodies and habits illustrates the use of religion in 
resolving moral and medical anxieties around white people in the colonies. This study of 
Christian missionaries enriches the works on problematic imperial whiteness that have 
shown how British government officials and intellectuals created imperial imaginaries of 
race and belonging.10

Based on a study of the Sailors’ Home in Calcutta, the second oldest such institution in 
the world after London (1828) and built in the same year as New York (1837), the article 
argues that moral preaching and promotion of healthy living and hygienic practices were 
not aimed at simply reforming seamen, but also governing the spaces of vagrancy, disease 
and epidemics that the British imperial government struggled to do by itself. It unpacks 
evidence from missionary books, tracts, annual reports, and periodicals from India, 
Britain and the United States, newspaper reports from India and Britain, and records 
of the Government of India. It circumvents of the problem of the self-serving nature of 
missionary documents by using memoirs and reports that provided insider perspectives 
into the inadequacy of the missionary enterprise. Reports of the Government of India 
from the British Library’s India Office collections likewise offer detailed descriptions of 
seamen’s problems and the extent of missionary and government interventions. This 
eclectic assemblage of sources enables the article to examine how missionaries exerted 
a specific iteration of the non-state dimension of regulation, which worked separately 
from other technologies of power such as penal and disciplinary power.

The need for moral regulation and a Sailors’ Home in Calcutta

Seamen’s missions grew out of an ecumenical obligation of spreading the gospel. 
Missionaries understood that use of rhetorical devices alone will not help them bend 
seamen to the will of God, so they started offering tangible benefits. Therefore, in 
addition to lectures and tract distribution, Baptist clergy built Sailors’ Homes in major 
port cities across the world. These establishments recreated an amiable social structure 
usually absent from seamen’s everyday life and sought to transform the lives of white 
seamen (and rarely of non-white seamen).11 Clergy of various other denominations too 
preached the gospel among seamen and promoted temperance and appropriate male 
behaviour as part of their social work. Their work represented a paternalistic attitude that 
spiritual reawakening was more powerful than the rule of law.12 The conviction that they 
knew what was best for the allegedly uninformed and errant Christian seamen was 
grounded in the hierarchal relationship between the lowly working class and the superior 
men of God. Placing themselves above political institutions, whom they alleged were not 
supporting seamen and the downtrodden in general, the churchmen sought to establish 
themselves as the highest moral authority of the imperial nation. They treated the Sailors’ 
Home as a regulatory institution. This attitude was encapsulated in religious writings and 
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speeches. For example, in their eighth annual meeting held in 1841, the British and 
Foreign Sailors’ Society in London stated the aim to:

. . . forestall and destroy those influences which operate to the ruin of our home popula-
tion . . . seeking out the suffering sailor, at home and abroad, to place him in the hospital, to 
watch over him there, soothing his sorrows, administering medicine and consolation, and 
above all, pointing him to the great physician . . . through the moral purity of our seamen, as 
an important instrumentality, that monster, whose breath has poisoned the institutions of so 
many nations . . . shall relax his grasp . . . 13

These visions were not held exclusively by members of the clergy. Naval officers, 
merchants and politicians were also part of societies for seamen’s welfare, though the 
extent of their involvement and authority over operations is hard to determine. 
Missionary documents rarely praised civilians. In the early to mid-nineteenth-century, 
moral reform was a significant part of sanitary reform in the British Empire. The theories 
of disease prevalent in this period espoused the need for a holistic improvement in 
physical and moral health. These considered disease to be the result of both ‘discrete 
external stimulus’ and the body’s fight to restore the normalcy endangered by personal 
habits.14 As a person’s moral character was increasingly aligned to health, Christian 
clergy had a justification to evangelise their ideas of moral purity. In stories told during 
sermons, the Bible often became a medicine to help seamen recuperate from illness. One 
such tale, recounted by a clergyman in Calcutta, related to a young sailor whose mother 
gave him a Bible on the eve of his voyage. The book lay forgotten at the bottom of his 
chest till he fell ill and started reading to overcome his depression.15 The gospels thus 
became a panacea for mental wellbeing. In addition to sermons, paternalistic ideas were 
put into action through Sailors’ Homes. These institutions, as is evident in the use of the 
term ‘home’, provided seamen a respectable surrogate family of fellow seamen to deter 
them from visiting pubs and brothels. They replicated the YMCA’s principles of ‘domes-
ticity, discipline, and sobriety’ with greater religious overtures.16 The Sailors’ Home 
sought to transform reprobate seamen into hardworking respectable citizens who 
would avoid both mixed-race and rough homosocial pastimes.

The initiative to build a Sailors’ Home in Calcutta was taken by Rev. William Ward, 
a highly influential Baptist missionary who managed the printing of Christian scriptures 
in Indian languages and co-established a college in Serampore. He had attended the 
anniversary of the Seamen’s Friend Society at the City of London Tavern in 1821 and 
addressed a gathering of Lascars in Bengali at the Mariners’ Church.17 On his return, he 
made a futile attempt to start Sabbath services for European seamen at the Bow Bazar 
Chapel in the autumn of 1821. Undeterred, he established the Calcutta Bethel Society at 
a public meeting held at the Union Chapel on 4 June 1822. After initially struggling to 
convince ship captains to send their crew to the chapel for prayer, the Society purchased 
and repurposed a boat as a floating chapel for 150 people. Named Calcutta Ark in direct 
tribute to the London vessel, it was inaugurated on 27 July 1822 with a sermon by 
William Carey, co-founder of the Baptist Missionary Society (1792).18 The boat was 
anchored opposite the Metcalfe Testimonial on Strand Road.

The Society next started a Bethel Lodging House to keep European seamen away from 
the taverns filled with risqué banter and pernicious liquor. It was soon closed due to the lack 
of a ‘faithful’ superintendent.19 Early reports of these institutions indicated a general lack of 
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public interest. The Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society was established in 1827, the same year 
as the Boston Seamen’s Friend Society and a year before the American Seamen’s Friend 
Society in New York. Its objective was to preach the gospel, distribute religious tracts and 
books to seamen, and attend to their spiritual needs. The Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel in Foreign Parts, the overseas arm of the Church of England, sponsored the 
Anglican mariners’ church that was opened on 16 May 1830.20 Missionaries soon realised 
the need to open a subsidiary institution that would offer more tangible benefit and, hence, 
attract seamen to Christianity. They were greatly troubled by seamen’s failure to rise above 
‘savage’ Indians on account of their violence and immorality, which also undermined the 
ideal of British/white national and racial supremacy.21

These measures led to the establishment of Sailors’ Homes in Calcutta, Bombay and 
Madras. The Secretary to the Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society, Rev. Thomas Boaz, 
convened a meeting on 1 February 1837 at the Union Chapel House in Central 
Calcutta to discuss the feasibility of establishing a Sailors’ Home.22 Three resolutions 
were unanimously adopted at the meeting: there was need for an institution to protect 
seamen from social evils; the institution must be managed judiciously and efficiently; and 
a committee would be appointed to execute the motion. Rev. Boaz chaired 
a subcommittee that drafted a prospectus for a Sailors’ Home. It was circulated among 
European merchants and civilians in the city in the hope of raising fund and government 
aid.23 The text said that seamen, easy preys of unscrupulous men, were in greater trouble 
in the colonies in the absence of a nurturing society to protect them. Indulgence in ‘vices’ 
destroyed their health and character. If left unchecked, their misery would soon escalate, 
affect maritime enterprises, and shatter ‘domestic happiness at home’ i.e. the British 
metropole.24 An apparent lack of interest of British imperial naval authorities in mar-
itime health, sanitation, security, and employment reforms in particular both forced and 
provided justification for missionaries to act.25

Once seamen reached an Indian port and ventured on shore, they were approached by 
people recommending the best places to eat, drink, stay, and liaise with local prostitutes. 
These people were known by the name crimp, a ubiquitous feature of any port in the 
world, who were defined as recruiters in the maritime labour market.26 Crimps guided 
seamen to dens of drinking and entertainment. A majority of crimps were Indian 
boatmen, colloquially known as dinghywallahs, who were hired by the commanders of 
merchant ships to run errands and ferry seamen to the shore.27 Their ability to speak 
broken English, combining words learnt from seamen without any real order, containing 
mainly swear words, endeared them to the ship’s crew. Recounting his experience in the 
1820s, Baptist missionary John Statham wrote that boatmen were ‘one of the many 
harpies which pounce upon [the sailor].’28 They offered to be seamen’s guide and 
interpreter when the latter went ashore, dressed in a ‘white jacket and trowsers, with 
new straw hat, tied round with a blue ribbon.’29 They ushered seamen to waiting 
palanquins, taking a commission from the bearers, and took them to grog-shops, usually 
in the Old China Bazaar. The next morning, the seamen would find themselves penniless 
and miserable, possibly lying on a sidewalk. They would persuade or threaten a boatman 
to take them to their ships and spend the next week sulking about the whole incident. In 
other reports, Indian crimps were said to have been ‘victimising,’ ‘inveigling,’ and 
‘seducing’ seamen who intended to return to their ships after spending days on shore. 
They persuaded seamen to desert ships with the lure of more wage or a new job in 
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country or coastal trade. While waiting for the next job, seamen indulged in ‘vices’ and 
were ‘totally destroyed by the dissipations’ – becoming very different from the person 
who had begun the journey in full ‘bloom and vigour of health.’30 As one ship captain was 
quoted saying in the Sailors’ Magazine, ‘thus is the most noble and most generous of 
Britain’s sons duped, before he sets his foot ashore . . . ’31

Indian crimps were not too different from the British crimps in the seamen’s quarters in 
London and Liverpool.32 The crimps in Britain took seamen to boarding houses, tap-rooms 
of public houses, long rooms of gin-palaces, and brothels. An anonymous writer to the 
Sailors’ Magazine blamed seamen for falling into well-known traps, and ship-owners and 
captains for insensitively driving sailors towards destitution.33 Crimps persuaded seamen to 
stay at specific lodgings, buy articles from shops of their choice, and drink at pubs that gave 
them commissions. The propensity to relax in the port city after too much hard work and 
lack of recreation on board vessels led to drinking binges. An inebriated sailor could be 
easily persuaded to turn to crime and a ‘libertine’ life. The writer refers to ‘foes’ who 
drugged the drinks of seamen who risked becoming addicted, ‘enslaved’ to the ‘virile’ 
poison. By the time the sailor had recovered from his drug-induced reverie, these crimps 
would have disappeared with all his belongings. Unable to afford meals and accommoda-
tion, the sailor depended on the same or another crimp for loan. The Friend of India wrote 
that the condition of seamen in Calcutta was no different from those in Liverpool, Glasgow, 
Hull or Plymouth, who indulged in the same recklessness and vice.34 However, compared 
to crimps in England, who apparently tempted sailors to ‘brilliant dancing rooms, rich in 
gas light, and society rendered fascinating by pink ribbons, red paint, and such music as is 
permitted to a harp and two fiddles’, the Bengali crimp did disservice to seamen by offering 
him a life in the ‘squalor’ and ‘repulsiveness’ of the dens of Calcutta.35 The materiality of 
deception was also an tool for the newspaper to comment on the relative opulence of 
Britain in comparison with India.

Crimps had a second function as employment agents. They carried around ‘able 
seamen wanted’ placards. Their clients were, on the one hand, seamen who had lost or 
spent all their belongings during nights of revelry on shore leave, and deserters, and, on 
the other hand, ship captains who needed fresh crew to replace dead or deserted crew 
members. Crimps lent money to destitute seamen for exorbitantly priced accommoda-
tion and clothes. They took commission from unscrupulous ship-owners for recom-
mending these seamen as cheap labour at short notice. ‘Drugged,’ ‘stupefied,’ distressed 
seamen could not bargain for a proper wage.36 Moreover, they had to repay the crimp’s 
loan with a high interest. In Calcutta and Bombay, unemployed seamen in large numbers 
desperately filled in for deceased or debilitated seamen for a meagre compensation, much 
to the benefit of crimps. In missionary accounts, these seamen were deceived by these 
‘cunning and villainy’ ‘native inhabitants’ whom they thought were ‘simple and 
ignorant.’37 It should be noted that unlike what Christian missionaries reported, there 
were many English and American crimps in India, most of whom were tavern owners 
and more adept at communicating with European seamen due to the lack of a racial and 
language barrier. One of them, Bennet Braham, while testifying for a ship captain at the 
Supreme Court in 1824, revealed that he owned a tavern for which he paid Rs 150 
a month as tax, and he had been a crimp for 6 years. He boasted that he shipped more 
seamen than all other tavern keepers put together.38 His unabashed statement in a court 
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shows that he considered himself to be a labour supplier rather than a criminal, and the 
moral implications of crimping was mainly a missionary complaint.

Many of the European seamen who deserted ships turned to a life in organised or petty 
crime. In 1788, The Governor-General of India received several complaints of disorderly 
behaviour by Portuguese and other European origin seamen in Calcutta. On 
23 April 1789, Marine paymaster J. Price wrote to E. Hay, Secretary to the Government 
at Fort William, ‘money paid into [seamen’s] own hands serve[d] only to make them 
more troublesome, get drunk and lay about the streets, and ultimately die in the 
hospital . . . ’39 Hay asked the captains and masters of ships anchored in Calcutta to 
ensure their crew would not come on shore before seven in the morning and leave by five 
in the afternoon.40 He specifically targeted non-white seamen, ordering arrest of any 
‘Portuguese, Coffrees, Manilla or Macoa men, or Malays’ sailor found in the city outside 
these hours. Yet, the reports of seamen’s crimes almost invariably involved European 
seamen. Two Europeans who assaulted a gentleman during his evening walk on a Sunday 
in 1790 appeared to be sailors from the way they dressed.41 In 1794, a gang of nine or ten 
European seamen attacked a band of sepoys and looted the treasure they were escorting. 
In an attempt to protect national prestige, a correspondent emphatically mentioned that 
none of the apprehended seamen were ‘English.’42 However, in 1857, after a fight among 
some Highlanders and sailors in a liquor shop opposite a police station, the reporter 
wrote with dismay that a group of English men were causing such commotion and 
tarnishing Britain’s reputation.43 Some European seamen formed multinational gangs 
that operated in the area between the ‘opium dens and whore houses’ of Chitpur in the 
native quarters and the taverns in Lal Bazar that were between the white and native 
settlements in the city.44 Many criminals arrested from this area were identified as British 
soldiers posted in the Fort William, and English, French, Italian, Spanish and Portuguese 
seamen deserters.45 The missionaries, taking responsibility for the moral uplift of white 
imperial seamen, built the Sailors’ Home as an institution of reform.

European seamen as moral subjects

According to the prospectus, the Sailors’ Home would provide European seamen with 
corporeal and moral needs – ‘comfortable lodging, plain food, innocent recreation, and 
religious guidance’. It would have two branches: the boarding – a respectable and 
economical boarding house for the paying captains and sailors; and the destitute – to 
shelter ‘shipwrecked, convalescent, or otherwise distressed’ seamen till they could be 
shipped off to their homes. The Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society would maintain 
a register of crew requirement of anchored ships and advise boarders about job oppor-
tunity. They would keep seamen’s money for safekeeping during their stay to prevent 
them from spending on ‘trivial pursuits.’ A library would be established, and boarders 
provided with pen and paper for writing letters. The Committee were to decide the 
means of ‘temperate enjoyment’ suitable for seamen. Other recommendations included 
rewarding seamen for good behaviour at the Sailors’ Home and onboard ships, lending 
libraries for ships visiting Calcutta, recruiting a visiting and a permanently resident 
superintendent, and appointing missionaries to visit ships for publicising the Society’s 
actions. The visiting superintendent would preside over daily religious service. The 
Society sought to enforce temperance and ‘ship-discipline’ in regard to food, drink, the 
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use of liquor, daily routine and conduct. Finally, the committee to manage the Sailor’s 
Home would be drawn from the pool of subscribers, and all captains and officers staying 
there could be ex-officio members of committee on paying the subscription fee.46 

Missionary records do not mention the size, shape and decoration of the rooms. 
Indeed, missionaries intended to articulate ideas of domestic life to create docile bodies, 
but sources are silent on how these domestic ideals were exercised through material 
objects and the architecture of the Sailors’ Home.

The Committee estimated a monthly expense of 600 rupees for sheltering 40 men. The 
expenses for the building, the furniture and running costs would be covered by the rent 
from the boarding section, and donations from magistrates, merchants, shipping agents 
and captains connected to the port of Calcutta. Rev. Boaz presented the idea of the 
Sailors’ Home in a public meeting at Town Hall on 18 March 1837. In the meeting, one 
Mr Strettell delivered a speech about the threats of licenced punch-houses to unsuspect-
ing seamen. The meeting was attended by many affluent merchants who promised to 
donate about Rs 4000 to the cause. The committee also discussed the feasibility of 
improving the condition of Lascars.47 Mention of non-white seamen in missionary 
reports from the period of this study is otherwise rare. Missionaries usually defined the 
problems of European seamen in racialised terms, describing of Indian crimps and local 
food and drink to be particularly dangerous.48

The committee opened a small house in Jan Bazar in June 1837 as a short-term 
residence for around 30 destitute seamen. That year, a total of 981 British and 
American vessels with 14,417 seamen, besides Lascars, arrived in the city. Among the 
seamen given shelter on the first month were the crew of the ship Rebecca that was 
wrecked on the Coromandel Coast. Most of the boarders were helped to find ships 
quickly.49 The Sailors’ Home was built later in the year at the site of the Harmonic Tavern 
in Lalbazar, a popular destination for seamen in the late eighteenth century. The 
programme for the inauguration ceremony noted that the establishment was intended 
to ‘suppress crimping and all the evils arising from it to which owners, commanders, 
officers and crews are subject in the port of Calcutta.’50 British people coming to Calcutta 
usually had letters of introduction that enabled them to stay at certain places. Soldiers 
stayed in barracks, merchants lived with their correspondents, and ship captains went to 
their friends’ houses or rented accommodation. Sailors and junior officers in merchant 
ships headed for taverns where they spent a lot of money for recreation. The Sailors’ 
Home sheltered these seamen, with separate accommodation provided for quarter-deck 
officers and other officers.51 The house contained a library and reading room.52 The 
opening of the Calcutta Sailors’ Home set in motion a building spree that saw the 
establishment of similar institutions in Bombay, Madras and Penang in the 
same year.53 The Sailors’ Home was shifted to Captain Birch’s spacious house in Lal 
Bazar in 1842.54

The Calcutta Christian Observer wrote that the Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society 
should strive harder to abolish the crimping system. It argued that a comparison between 
the numbers of sailors provided jobs by the Sailors’ Home and crimps, or sailors finding 
their way to the Sailors’ Home and to crimps, would illustrate the success of sailors’ 
welfare measures. It suggested the managers of the Sailors’ Home should seek police 
cooperation to dispose of crimps, ask shipping lines to give jobs only to seamen sent by 
them, and employ a number of agents for visiting ships on their arrival and shepherding 
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sailors to the Sailors’ Home.55 The First Half Yearly Report of the Calcutta Sailors’ Home 
emphasised the need to counter ‘drunkenness, plunder, prostitution, violence and quar-
rels.’ To this end, the Sailors’ Home authorities aided the destitute seamen with sub-
sistence and clothes, safeguarded deposits of wages, helped them get jobs in departing 
ships, encouraged sobriety and good behaviour, and preached the values of Christianity.

Apparently, the residents were full of praise for the services. Appended to the report 
were two letters of gratitude to the Secretary from the crews of the Abberton and Sesostris 
and one from a destitute sailor. This could be genuine notes of appreciation, but the self- 
congratulatory disposition of missionary publications and the tendency of humble subjects 
to write deferentially to people in power must be considered when treating such texts as 
evidence.56 In the first six months, the Sailors’ Home admitted 303 officers and seamen, of 
whom 264 were provided with berths. There were two deaths at the shelter and only 20 
people remained as residents at the end of the year.57 A shipping agent tried to find work or 
passage for the resident seamen. Inmates were allowed to stay for a maximum 25 days. The 
Sailors’ Home authorities watched their health and hospitalised who were ill for over three 
days. Meals were the same price as in other cities. Meals for the entire day cost 12 annas, 
breakfast and supper 4 annas each and dinner 6 annas if bought separately. Officers needed 
to pay 8 annas for every meal. The bar supplied liquor from 6 to 7 am, from 12 to 2 pm, and 
5 to 9 pm on weekdays, and in Sundays from 1 to 3 pm.58 The number of sailors 
accommodated by the Sailors’ Home in 1852 was 1419, out of whom 1381 took jobs on 
ships, 24 died, and 28 left the place (4 without employment, 6 without notice, 10 were 
expelled, and 8 shifted to new occupation) without leaving any track.59 The annual reports 
were usually congratulatory of the Sailors’ Home’s efficiency.

The necessity of regulating seamen’s health received an impetus after the Indian Mutiny of 
1857 when the British philanthropist Florence Nightingale started writing petitions to the 
British government for improving the health of troops. The mortality records of soldiers 
convinced her that lack of sanitation was a severe threat. In a report entitled Observations on 
the Evidence Contained in the Stational Reports Submitted to Her by the Royal Commission on 
the Sanitary State of the Army in India, prepared in 1863, she advocated for improving 
sanitation in barracks, building hospitals in the cantonments, and providing a coffee room, 
a theatre, a gymnasium, and a reading room in the barracks to develop the morality of 
soldiers.60 In a series of letters to Douglas Galton, Assistant Under-Secretary to the War Office, 
in early 1864, she criticised the Admiralty and War Office for devising the wrong diet on board 
ships that led to scurvy among troops, requesting Galton to ask the chairman of the Barrack 
and Hospital Improvement Commission about the general principles of rationing at sea.61 In 
her correspondence with the Viceroy of India Sir John Lawrence, she expressed concern about 
poor quality food, water and drinks causing disease and death among seamen in Calcutta, 
where establishing more Sailors’ Homes seemed to be a way of saving them.62 The 
Government of Bengal showed more interest in seamen’s health in the 1860s than ever before. 
After the Floating Chapel and Seamen’s Library were destroyed in a cyclone on 
5 October 1864, they sanctioned 9000 rupees to convert the steamer named Lady Canning 
into a new chapel.63 In the library, seamen were provided with periodicals, books, newspapers, 
writing materials such as papers as well as postage stamps to encourage them to write letters to 
home, to help them bond with their families and not to feel lonely during their sojourn.

The popularity of the Sailors’ Home as a refuge was certainly an established factor, 
which led to the building of several other institutions for housing more seamen. A second 
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Sailors’ Home in Calcutta began to be planned in 1850. It was reported that more than 
£4,000 had been raised by 1851 for this purpose.64 The plan materialised when the 
Secretary of the Sailors’ Home successfully petitioned the Lieutenant-Governor of 
Bengal in 1864 for a new building in a better locality. He also expressed the need for 
a recreation ground, enclosed with a bamboo fence, resembling a cricket ground.65 The 
Bengal government allowed enclosure of a part of the vast field next to the Esplanade for 
seamen to play cricket.66 The new Sailors’ Home was built on the site of the Bankshall 
building on Strand Road in the city’s administrative district. The Viceroy laid its 
foundation stone on 13 April 1864.67 The building’s initial cost was estimated at 34,388 
rupees but was finally completed at an expense of 173,000 rupees. Sir John Lawrence 
inaugurated the building on 9 January 1868. Designed by W.L. Granville and planned by 
W. Barnfather of the Bengal Public Works department, the two-storey building offered 
accommodation for 120 on the ground floor and 160 on the first floor, while the dining 
hall could hold 600 men.68 But what exactly happened inside the premises? Were they 
really able to solve the problem of destitution, convince seamen not to desert ships, or 
turn them away from drinking and visiting prostitutes?

Regulation of seamen’s habits and everyday life

Missionary Rev. T. Smith thought all the seamen he met at the Calcutta Medical College 
Hospital were responsible for their ailments – seamen themselves and crimps were more 
dangerous than hurricanes and the capsizing of ships; and seamen needed the help of 
missionaries.69 Several reports from the early- to mid-nineteenth century extolled the growing 
Christian influence on seamen’s behaviour. Such publications had their own politics of 
religious sectarianism. A report in the Sailors’ Magazine, published by the American 
Seamen’s Friend Society, said that the Roman Catholic captain of Ramsay, which sailed 
from Glasgow to Bombay in 1840, and subsequently to Moulmein and Calcutta, inspired 
his crew to be sober and regular attendees of the floating chapel.70 In a letter dated 
27 July 1844, the President of the American Seamen’s Friend Society, E. Richardson, con-
gratulated the Calcutta chapter on their excellent work, and requested information about the 
work of missionaries in Asia, especially in regard to Sailors’ Homes.71 At the 17th annual 
meeting of the Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society in 1845, missionaries were thus reminded of 
their humanitarian goal:

The Christian Church, in its collective and especially in its missionary capacity, owes much 
to our seamen, both in the way of gratitude and responsibility; gratitude, for conveying to 
different parts of the world her heralds of salvation, responsibility, in looking well to this that 
they mar not by their guilty example the work of God in foreign lands.72

At the 22nd annual meeting of the Calcutta Seamen’s Friend Society in 1851, the missionary 
Mr Chill reported to have distributed 431 Bibles and Testaments and 4607 tracts and books 
in various languages to 375 vessels all year. The number of seamen attending the Bethel was 
on the rise, so was the Society’s fund to establish a mariner’s church.73 Self-congratulation 
was a feature of missionary writings. In a letter to the Sailors’ Magazine in 1856, S.E. Bishop, 
Seamen's Chaplain in Lahaina, Hawaii, wrote about massive improvement in seamen's 
behaviour across the globe – in Melbourne, Calcutta, and Valparaiso.74 If one were to look 
into missionary records exclusively, European seamen would come across as a reformed 
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collective of patriots. A ‘seaman’ alleged that missionaries were more welcoming than the 
general Christian population who were usually uncomfortable in the presence of uniformed 
seamen.75 Missionaries claimed to have helped improve seamen’s behaviour. Their propa-
ganda machinery was ever so alert to point out their contribution, probably in the hope of 
attracting financial support and volunteers.

The Sailors’ Home regulated the lives and eating habits of their residents. The 
philosophy of missionary philanthropy for seamen in colonial India differed from the 
outlook towards the working class in Britain. Showing preference for ‘ministering to 
working-class souls rather than providing for working-class bodies,’ evangelists in Britain 
preached morality instead of providing assistance in the form of alms, health care, 
housing, food etc.76 They considered material aid to have a negative impact on the 
recipient’s will and willingness to work. This moral understanding of the nature of social 
work, implicit in British missionary thinking in the early nineteenth century, was only 
partially practised in India. The Sailors’ Homes offered complimentary accommodation 
and meals to many destitute European seamen to save them from imminent hunger, 
homelessness, and possible death on the streets. Therefore, the paternalism that the 
Christian clergy opposed in Britain became the preferred method of welfare elsewhere.

The Calcutta Sailors’ Home authorities took a sanitarian outlook on seamen’s health. They 
appointed a superintendent for cleanliness, who inspected the beddings seamen brought 
along.77 They ensured cleanliness of the premises as the beginning of their residents’ moral 
journey. The Committee also gave a certificate of character to seamen commending them for 
avoiding local grog shops and prostitutes. This letter of recommendation enabled them to 
find lodging in Sailors’ Homes in other port cities.78 One had to follow the expected norms of 
behaviour to be able to receive this character certificate. A necessary condition was observa-
tion of temperance. The Sailors’ Home authorities imposed a strict restriction on drinking. 
They did not allow residents to bring alcohol from outside or consume more than two glasses 
of alcohol in a day inside the premises. Barmen use their discretion to sell spirits to specific 
boarders. The Sailors’ Home served no alcohol if they were already inebriated, and the House 
Committee expelled residents who exceeded their quota of drinking.

Contrary to the Committee’s claim to have neutralised the threat of drunkenness, at least 
one official of the Sailors’ Home went on record saying the benevolent institution achieved 
precious little in this field. Rev. Thomas Atkins was appointed the Sailors’ Home’s 
Superintending Secretary within ten days of his arrival from Australia in 1838 and the 
Minister of the Bethel after a few more weeks. His memoirs are full of regret for having 
served in this capacity.79 He wrote that one of the benefactors of the Sailors’ Home was 
actively engaged in the sale of spirits, beer, and wine. About half of the members of the 
management committee were directly or indirectly involved in the liquor trade. They 
encouraged drinking in the Sailors’ Home, even if in a small quantity, to make the residents 
crave more liquor. They made little effort in stopping inmates from visiting public houses, 
becoming drunk, and committing crime. Atkins was often awakened by drunk seamen 
noisily scaling walls on their return from punch houses and brothels. Poor management 
had made the Sailors’ Home a curse rather than a blessing for seamen and ship owners.80

Atkins saw himself as a ‘licensed victualler’ whose main responsibility was to monitor 
the store of ‘beer, in barrels and bottles; wines – port, sherry, and claret, in dozens; 
spirits – brandy, gin, and rum, in large quantities.’81 He notified the general committee 
about the tendency of barkeepers to sell liquor above the limit and to steal alcohol from 
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the store at night. As his proposal to close down the sale of liquor to avoid such problems 
was rejected by the committee, a humiliated Atkins resigned from his position after the 
12-month term. At the next meeting of the committee, he raised the demand of total 
abstinence at the Sailors’ Home. His repeated entreaties led to an enquiry, conducted by 
‘traffickers in alcoholic drinks’, which ultimately ruled in favour of selling alcohol.82 Two 
other clergymen associated with the Sailors’ Home resigned in protest. The disjuncture 
between policy and practice comes out from personal narratives such as Atkins’ remi-
niscences. The annual reports of the Sailors’ Home or proceedings of the annual meetings 
would not refer to such disagreement over the running of the institution, or any 
allegation of mismanagement against the governing committee.

A number of other observers were critical of the Sailors’ Home’s early failure to deliver 
its promise of moral purification. In the 1840s, young people leaving England full of hope 
and aspiration ‘buried’ their dreams in Lal Bazar and returned home, if they did, with 
‘heart contaminated, his principles perverted.’83 A pamphlet published by the Calcutta 
Seamen’s Friend Association on the occasion of the Sailors’ Home’s tenth anniversary 
claimed that within 18 months the institution was able to orchestrate closure of all but 
one of the punch-houses in the vicinity, and the one still open did not usually have more 
than one occupant. Yet, as Calcutta Review reported, scores of punch-houses existed near 
the Sailors’ Home. They made so much profit that their owners did not hesitate to pay up 
to three rupees per day as licence duty. The minimum annual licence fee for a punch- 
house in Calcutta was 939 rupees or £93.18s, which the owner would pay without 
whining as rich attorneys in Britain were known to do.84 Evidently, the Sailors’ Home 
was not managed as efficiently as the missionaries claimed.

In its inaugural meeting at the Victoria Hotel in Calcutta in 1853, the Chairman of The 
Society of United Seamen for the Protection of Seamen of all Nations called the Sailors’ Home 
‘the hotbed of misery.’85 Montague Massey, a civil servant, wrote that it was a ‘crying scandal’ 
in the 1860s, mainly due to its location in an area abounding with ‘native grogshops in which 
[shopkeepers] sold to the sailors most villainous, poisonous decoctions under various 
designations,’ and ‘boarding houses run by a thieving set of low-caste American crimps.’86 

This is probably the only narrative that deviates from the racialised description of the 
‘cunning’ Indian crimps. Norman Chevers, Principal of the Calcutta Medical College, 
a major temperance advocate, and one of the most important medical authors in the 
British Empire, too said that the Sailors’ Home was ‘surrounded with drinking shops of vilest 
description’ and situated in the ‘centre of about the worst atmosphere discoverable in this 
unsavoury city.’87 He suggested constructing a larger building in a more sanitary and 
‘reputable’ part of the city. Neither did this happen, nor did the sale of alcohol in or around 
the Sailors’ Home ever stop.88 Seamen’s Chaplain A.L. Mitchell advocated for an institute for 
seamen to socialise, play bowling, chess, and draughts, and drink tea, coffee, ‘good’ soda- 
water, ginger beer and lemonade at proper rates.89 Reports of violence and drunkenness at the 
Sailors’ Home almost 50 years after they were conceived in India as a school for temperate 
lifestyle did not lend themselves well to supporting the missionaries’ claim of success. Moral 
regulation appeared to have fallen short of the expected outcome.

These narratives of negligence, corruption and inefficiency mirrored the complaints 
against Sailors’ Homes in Britain. David Beckingham’s research on the civil administra-
tion’s crusade against the sale of alcohol in Victorian Liverpool, ‘a city with a drink 
problem’, shows the Sailors’ Home at the very heart of the problem of intoxication and 
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prostitution.90 In acceptance of city’s weekly political journal The Porcupine’s dismay in 
1869 regarding the ‘licentiousness, harlotry, and drunkenness’ around the institution, the 
municipal administration launched an investigation and found the rackets of prostitution 
to be operating mainly from the drinking hubs. Although merely 5 to 8 percent of the 
people put under arrest for drunkenness were seamen, the constant exposure to liquor 
shops, brothels, and pawnbrokers was considered to have contributed to moral degradation 
among the seafaring community.91 As the Sailors’ Home was shifted to a new location in 
1878, the authorities made sure they purchased the adjacent properties so that no grog shop 
could come up in close proximity. The threat of drunkenness made the municipal autho-
rities consider ‘moral means’, uncertain if policing alone would be enough as a solution.92 

The Portsmouth Sailors’ Home on Queen Street was also surrounded by a number of ‘beer- 
houses,’ which, reckoned one observer in 1854, were built with the purpose of leading 
seamen astray. In the report of the institution’s operation in the Religious Tract Society’s 
magazine, the ‘clean, intelligent-looking, respectable’ seamen in the Sailors’ Home were 
sharply contrasted with the ‘dirty drunken sailors staggering out of these taverns.’93 Thus, 
the sharp difference between missionary claims and observers’ reports was by no means 
confined to India but was rather a global pattern.

It is not possible to determine how effective the Sailors’ Homes in India were in 
eradicating drunkenness, but the policies indicate a clear intention of at least regulating 
drinking to smother what they considered an inherent vice in seamen. As potential 
clients of the so-called disreputable pleasures, seamen’s bodies were regulated through 
measured food and drink and morality kept under surveillance by restricted mobility and 
insistence on sport and reading. The Calcutta Sailors’ Home authorities requested the 
police commissioner not to issue licence for grog shops near the Sailors’ Home without 
government approval.94 V.H. Schalch, Chairman of the Justices, told Major Malleson that 
the Sailors’ Home and boarding houses in Calcutta were comfortable, but the latter often 
caused problems by asking seamen to deposit a week’s rent and pay for a bottle of liquor 
at the time of checking in, failing to do which seamen had to pawn their clothes. Since 
seamen were paid in an advance note that could not be readily cashed, they had to dig 
into their savings that often ran out quickly. Merely a ‘night’s debauch’ emptied their 
pockets, and they landed in hospital or prison unless they managed to secure a job 
promptly afterwards.95 Malleson commented that many boarding masters encouraged 
seamen to keep drinking on their premises, and drained them out of their savings.96

The Sanitary Commission rejected Malleson’s recommendation of enforcing the British 
Vagrancy Act in Calcutta to arrest unruly seamen, and abolishing privately-owned boarding 
houses in favour of state-controlled accommodation for seamen.97 The Commission rather 
insisted on appointing a Marine or Port Magistrate, better regulation for shore leave for 
seamen, and establishment of riverside dispensaries. The Bengal Government was supportive 
of the Sailors’ Home, even saying that the institution was unique in treating seamen like 
‘rational’ beings.98 The annual report of the Sailors’ Home in 1873 revealed the continuance 
of the crimping problems, using more or less the same vocabulary as 40 years before. While 
more seamen had opted for meals at the Sailors’ Home, crimps were still on the lookout to 
‘inveigle’ seamen to the Flag Street neighbourhood. In 1869 the number of eaters was 175; in 
1870, 603; in 1871, 636; in 1872, 575; and in 1873, 732.99

The Methodist Church opened a Seamen’s Reading and Coffee Rooms in Lal Bazar in 
1874. Apart from preaching abstinence during their nightly religious service for visiting 
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seamen, they encouraged teetotalism by offering coffee and refreshment at low prices. The 
Coffee Rooms also had a reading hall with newspapers, magazines and about 500 books gifted 
by ‘friends of the institution.’ Some European women invited seamen to tea at their homes, 
a practice that began in the late 1850s to thank seamen for helping resident Europeans during 
the Sepoy Mutiny.100 In 1892, the government made an annual contribution of 3,000 rupees 
and the city’s merchants donated 3,500 rupees to help run the institution. The main agents of 
the institution were a group of women including Mrs Meik, Mrs Conklin and Mrs 
Henderson, who visited grog shops in the Sunday afternoons and invited seamen to the 
services.101 Their involvement shows that Methodist women missionaries were active not 
only in local women’s education and health, but also in the welfare of poor Europeans. Rev. 
Frank W. Warne quoted George Henderson, the Coffee Rooms manager, saying in 1891 that 
seamen greatly appreciated the refreshment rooms at the mission.102 He wrote in 1898 that 
the self-supporting Sailors’ Home provided about 10,000 free meals each year to destitute 
seamen.103 It is not known if seamen followed the dietary evangelicalism voluntarily, or were 
just paying lip service to the missionaries’ self-evaluation as excellent reformers for the cheap 
or free meals. Either way, they were subject to a regulated diet designed to improve their 
morality. The lead in seamen’s welfare seemed to have shifted to the Methodist mission from 
the Baptist Church in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.

In 1883, The Times of India reported an ‘epidemic’ of mutiny and desertion among 
seamen in Calcutta. In a meeting at the Spencer’s Hotel on 13 July, shipowners identified 
as the intention to escape the law in England and the judicial leniency with cases of desertion. 
Capt. Smith of the British ship Dawpool criticised the popular perception of ‘poor Jack’ as the 
victim of circumstances, saying ship owners were no less affected by seamen’s behaviour. At 
another meeting, held at the Dalhousie Institute on 17 July, ship captains discussed how 
effectively seamen could be dissuaded from malingering and deserting.104 These discussions 
did not result in much improvement of seamen’s employment situation. British seamen in 
Calcutta and other Indian ports never ceased to complain of severe hardship at work, 
especially being forced to do what they were not suitable for, thus endangering themselves 
and the lives of their co-workers. The Seamen’s Friendly Society delivered a memorial to the 
President of the Board of Trade, urging him to enquire into maritime labour problems.105 

One observer wrote that Christian philanthropic organisations could not fully reduce sea-
men’s distress. In the 1880s, the Sailors’ Home officials allegedly colluded with crimps. He 
reported that the Benedictine clergy Father Hopkins of the Priory and Capt. J.H. Williams 
managed to overhaul the management after a long struggle.106 Apparently, Benedictine clergy 
followed Baptist and Methodist missionaries in seamen’s welfare, though they never colla-
borated. The statistics of the Presidency General Hospital in the 1890s encapsulated the 
outcome of the struggle, revealing the seamen’s quarters to have remained Calcutta’s syphilis 
hotspot.107 In some ways, missionaries were more dynamic than the EIC government and the 
British colonial state in curbing drinking and desertions problems by getting sober seamen 
employment on ships. Their strange alliance with the state was articulated probably the most 
aphoristically by Norman Chevers. If a healthy sailor asked him the secret of longevity, he 
would tell him to be moral and religious.108 Local governments helped missionaries by 
allowing them to use abandoned vessels and building for their work, but they rarely 
collaborated in regulating or reforming seamen.
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Conclusion

This article has examined the efforts of British Baptist missionaries to regulate white 
European seamen’s health and habits in nineteenth-century India as part of their global 
effort of making ideal Christians and imperial subjects. Calcutta’s importance in the net-
work of ecclesiastical missions was evident from the establishment of a Sailors’ Home in the 
city after London and New York. The Seamen’s Mission in India grew out of the Christian 
missionaries’ anxiety and moral obligation to protect British people’s health and by 
extension racial superiority in a debasing climate. Their actions were similar to the 
measures to dissuade soldiers from drinking and consorting with prostitutes in canton-
ments. A key difference was the missionaries’ hegemonic emphasis on self-discipline and 
the veiling of moral regulation in a garb of benevolence and goodwill. This image of 
religious altruism dismantles on a close examination, as the Sailors’ Home was a site of 
controversy and missionaries sometimes accused each other of malpractice. The article has 
pointed out that the effectiveness of Sailors’ Homes was more asserted than demonstrated. 
Rather than evaluate the efforts of missionaries, it has analysed the entanglement of 
religion, racial identity, and imperial politics in philanthropic institutions.

The local government often helped seamen’s missions by offering them buildings or 
plots of land. Sailors’ Homes in the nineteenth century were remarkable as meeting points 
of religious, political and commercial actors on a humanitarian ground. The nature of 
imperial collaboration expressed through the services of these institutions indicates the 
existence of an organised network of governance. This is not to suggest that colonial 
governance was highly centralised or colonial society followed a chain of command, as 
we have seen missionaries and colonial officials often failing to understand and arguing 
about the most desirable and effective ways of taking care of seamen. The state was not very 
effective and sometimes lacked any real motivation to protect seamen, notwithstanding the 
massive commercial implication of the latter’s good health. Their ventures were taken 
forward mostly by employees with private interests rather than any systematic investment 
in resources. The network, however imperfect, shows that the British in positions of power 
and wealth in India were willing to act as benefactors of their less fortunate countrymen.
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